This paper documents the basic features of data on motor vehicles from the Federal Reserve Board's Survey of Consumer Finances and the Bureau of Labor Statistics' Consumer Expenditure Survey. Despite some methodological differences between the two surveys, we find that they yield strikingly similar pictures of households' vehicle holdings. The survey data are also quite consistent with population estimates of vehicle stocks obtained from other sources. Finally, we document the growth of auto leasing by consumers, and find little evidence for the commonly-held view that liquidity constraints are an important motivation for leasing.
vehicle purchases are one of the most common forms of household borrowing, and monthly payments are important in expenditure patterns. For all these reasons, developments related to motor vehicles are important for understanding households' living standards.
The past decade has seen several trends of interest related to motor vehicles. New car prices have increased significantly faster than earnings, encouraging households to keep vehicles for longer periods. Auto leasing has grown substantially, with leases now estimated to represent as much as one in three new car acquisitions by consumers. There have also been significant changes in vehicle financing, including the growth of specialized auto lenders and greater competition for customers based on loan terms.
While there are several sources of information on motor vehicles, few provide much detail on vehicles owned by households. The Federal Reserve Board's Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Bureau of Labor Statistics' Consumer Expenditure Survey (CE) collect detailed information on motor vehicles held by households, as well as the timing and financial terms of households' acquisitions and disposals of vehicles. This article documents the basic features of the data on motor vehicles in the SCF and CE. The first section compares the SCF and CE data for 1992, the latest year for which final data are available for both surveys. We find that, despite some methodological differences between the two surveys, they yield strikingly similar pictures of households' vehicle holdings. The second section compares the survey data with figures on vehicle stocks obtained from other sources, primarily data on registrations. Although the comparisons are not straightforward, the survey data are quite consistent with population estimates of vehicle stocks. This confirms the value of using the survey data to analyze consumers' vehicle holdings. Finally, we present evidence on the growth of auto leasing in recent years--to our knowledge, the first analysis of this phenomenon using representative survey data. We conclude that the survey data do not support the commonly held notion that liquidity constraints are an important motivation for leasing.
Vehicle Ownership, Age and Means of Acquisition
While the SCF and CE are both based on representative samples, there are some notable differences in the surveys' designs. The Board's Survey of Consumer Finances is conducted every three years, interviewing about 4,000 households. Roughly three-quarters of the households come from an area-probability sample, while the remainder come from a high-wealth oversample. The Consumer Expenditure Survey, run by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, is conducted quarterly and interviews roughly 5,000 households. The sample is a rotating panel, in which a cohort of households is interviewed for five quarters and then replaced with a new cohort. The differences in design give the two surveys different strengths for the analysis of vehicle holdings. On one hand, the SCF oversample makes it well suited for analysis of narrowly-held assets, which turns out to be important for auto leasing (see Section 3). On the other hand, the quarterly frequency of the CE permits analysis of changes in vehicle stocks over the business cycle.
To compare the vehicle data from the two surveys, we use the 1992 SCF data, mostly collected during the third quarter of 1992, and the CE data from the same period. "Vehicles" are defined as cars, jeeps, vans, minivans, pickups, trucks, and sport utility vehicles, currently in running condition. The data are weighted using the population weights provided in each Average ages of vehicles tend to be higher among households with relatively low incomes and also among those with relatively low financial assets.
Both surveys ask whether each vehicle was new or used when it was first acquired.
As shown in table 2, the SCF shows that 43.6 percent of all vehicles owned by households were new when first acquired. The figure from the CE is very similar, at 42.6 percent. Of vehicles bought used, the average age at acquisition was 6.5 years in the SCF, and 6.6 years in the CE. In both surveys, roughly one-third of all households had only vehicles that were new when first acquired; 44 to 45 percent had only vehicles that were used when first acquired; and the remainder had a mixture of the two. Not surprisingly, the share buying only new vehicles rises with income and financial assets; it also rises with age. However, even among households in the highest income and asset brackets, used vehicles are not uncommon. For example, 45 to 50 percent of households with incomes of $100,000 or more had at least one vehicle that was used when first acquired. However, the BEA figure does not include trucks, leased vehicles, or cars used by households for both personal and business purposes, and as such captures only part of the vehicle stock held by households. Table 3 Second, the sample of insurance records used by CNW may be unrepresentative in some way that overstates the prevalence of leasing. For example, leasing rates may be relatively high among vehicles insured through large insurance companies in major cities. Without additional information on CNW's methodology, it is difficult to determine the potential for bias of this type.
According to the SCF data, 3.0 percent of households held a leased vehicle in 1992 (table 4) . While one might expect this figure to be higher in the CE, given its inclusion of business-related leases, the CE shows a smaller share of households leasing vehicles, at 1.9 percent. The discrepancy is likely due to the sample designs of the two surveys. Relatively wealthy households tend to be underrepresented among respondents to surveys like the CE, which use standard samples to represent the population as a whole; consequently, ownership of assets held disproportionately by wealthy households tends to be underestimated. 12 According to both surveys, leased vehicles are most common among households with relatively high levels of income (table 4). In the 1992 SCF, almost 10 percent of households with incomes over $100,000 leased a vehicle; the comparable figure in the CE was 12.0 percent. The SCF probably estimates the prevalence of leasing more accurately, because it is less likely to underrepresent the relatively well-off.
The survey data on auto leasing provide some insight into the types of households that are most likely to lease. As mentioned, both surveys show the highest leasing rates among households with annual incomes exceeding $100,000. Leasing was also more common among households headed by persons in the 35-54 age brackets. According to the SCF, leasing was more common among households with relatively high levels of financial assets, though there were not appreciable differences related to asset holdings in the CE. 13 The CE data can also be used to document the growth of leasing since 1992 (table 5).
The share of households leasing a vehicle rose from 2.0 percent in 1992 to 2.6 percent in
1994.
Leasing grew most rapidly among households with incomes exceeding $100,000, Also, for transactions involving a trade-in, the value of the trade-in is lower for transactions involving leasing.
Because the initial payment for a leased vehicle tends to be lower than that for a purchased vehicle, it is sometimes suggested that liquidity constraints dominate the decision to lease. While the decision to lease certainly warrants further study, the survey data do not appear to support the idea that liquidity contraints are the dominant factor. Most households who lease have relatively high levels of income and assets, and while some may lack the cash required to buy a relatively expensive vehicle, many would seem to be able to purchase a reasonable car at traditional lending terms. Further analysis of the survey data may provide 15 additional insights into this question.
Summary and conclusions
To summarize, surveys show strikingly similar patterns in vehicle ownership, including a high average age of vehicles held by households, and a strong relationship between income and the likelihood of having used cars. The survey data also match well with aggregate data, confirming their value for the analysis of the determinants of motor vehicle demand. Finally, we provide some evidence on the growth of auto leasing, and show that it has tended to be concentrated among households with relatively high incomes. 
